THE   RIGHT   TO   HERESY

cheerful, endure such a throttling of the joy of life? Why
was an ascetic like Calvin empowered to sweep away joy
from thousands upon thousands? Calvin's secret was
not a new one; his art was that which all dictators before
and since have used. Terror. Calvin's was a Holy
Terror. Do not let us mince matters: force that sticks
at nothing, making mock of humaneness as the outcome
of weakness, soon becomes overwhelming. A systematic
despotically imposed reign of terror, paralyses the will of
the individual, making community life impossible. Like
a consuming disease, it eats into the soul; and soon, this
being the heart of the mystery, universal cowardice gives
the dictator helpers everywhere; for, since each man
knows himself to be under suspicion, he suspects his
neighbours; and, in a panic, the zealots outrun the
commands and prohibitions of their tyrant.

An organized reign of terror never fails to work
miracles; and when his authority was challenged, Calvin
did not hesitate to work this miracle again and again.
Few if any other despots have outdone him in this
respect; and it is no excuse to say that his despotism, like
all his qualities, was a logical product of his ideology.
Agreed, this man of the spirit, this man of the nerves,
this intellect, had a hatred of bloodshed. Being, as he
himself openly admitted, unable to endure the sight of
cruelty, he never attended one of the executions and
burnings which were so frequent in Geneva during the
days of his rule. But herein lies the gravest fault of fervent
ideologists. Men of this type, who (once more like
Robespierre) would never have the pluck to witness an
execution, and still less to carry it out with their own
hands, will heedlessly order hundreds or thousands of
death sentences as soon as they feel themselves covered by
their "Idea," their theory, their system. Now Calvin
regarded harshness towards "sinners" as the key-stone
of his system; and to carry this system unremittingly
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